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TITN
REB DOVID

Jonah Rosenfeld
Translation by Eli Rosenblatt

Introduction: Jonah Rosenfeld (1880-1944), a protégé of 1. L. Peretz, published his
first novel, Dos Lernyingl, in Odessa in 1904. In 1921 he emigrated to New York, where
many of his stories appeared in the Forverts. He was a prolific writer; his entry in
Leksikon fun der nayer Yidisher literatur (Lexicon of New Yiddish Literature) lists 23
titles, including several multi-volume works. According to the YIVO Encyclopedia,
“Most of [Rosenfeld’s] work remains a hidden treasure of modern Yiddish literature . . .
Rosenfeld belongs among the most original Yiddish prose writers of his generation.”

Rosenfeld’s writing is not polemical, though issues of social justice, gender
inequality, and family dynamics inform his work, which foregrounds character and
psychological realism. In this, he joins other modernists of the early to mid-20™ century.
Characters are generally poor, either materially or spiritually. Plot is subordinate to long
passages of introspection, often vague and unfocused as characters are only dimly aware
of what they themselves think or feel. However, their inner worlds are depicted in a
writing style that is lyrical and delicate: as one reviewer notes, “there is often a
contradiction between a nuanced style and the brutal reality of what he depicts.”
Although Rosenfeld neglects or subverts much of what was positive in prewar Jewish
life, his domestic dramas serve as a corrective to the tendency of some modern readers
to sentimentalize prewar life and literature.

Rosenfeld’s contemporaries did not accord him universal praise. Melech Ravitch,
writing in 1939, mentions that some critics accused him of posturing, artificiality, and
egocentricity (271). But perhaps Rosenfeld was ahead of his time. His entry in Leksikon
fun der nayer Yidisher literatur, compiled after his death, concludes with this
statement: “People will discover that this so-called primitive person was a refined
author and one of our best” (350).
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Reb Dovid

That’s what the children call him among themselves, and the first who thought to call
her father by name was his daughter Rivke.

This is how it happened:

Reb Dovid’s two sons, Rivke’s brothers, were standing at their work, pressing
shirtfronts with hot irons to make them hard and shiny, while she, Rivke, the father’s
daughter and the brothers’ sister, stood and listed in the book the dirty laundry that
someone had just brought in for washing.

Just then her father appeared on the other side of the sidewalk, across from the
window, and Rivke announced:

“There goes Reb Dovid!”

The young man who had brought his laundry for washing, who knew that “Reb
Dovid” was her father, burst out laughing and said that when he’d brought his laundry
for the first time and seen him there, he hadn’t realized he was her father; he’d thought
some stranger, a preacher, was walking around in their house.

“Why on earth a preacher?” Rivke smiled.

“Because only a preacher”—the young man answered—“can make himself at
home in a Jewish house but behave like a stranger, keeping himself separate from the
family who’s invited him in.”

The two workmates, covered with sweat from their labor, applauded their
customer, who was like a close friend and was even closer now that he’d hit the nail
squarely on the head.

“You should get a medal for that,” said the older one.

“And I?” Rivke asked.

Then Reb Dovid came in, and their chat was interrupted.

From then on, that’s how it was. The children forgot the word “father”; only “Reb
Dovid” remained. Using his name caught on as easily as catching smallpox after being
exposed; because for years on end, the children had been angry with their father,
because for years on end the father had held himself apart from his children like a
stranger and lived a life unto himself.

His remoteness and detachment from his household began when his sons became
workers. For a long time he’d fought bitterly against that, but they hadn’t listened, and
they became what he had not wished them to become; and his wife, too, had sided with
the sons. She, like them, hadn’t seen any other kind of future for them. She, like them,
had realized that a trade is much more practical than any pie-in-the-sky dream job.

Of course it was no crime, but it was completely contrary to his Jewish spirit. A
Jew must easily earn his bit of bread. The words, “by the sweat of your brow” were more
suited to gentiles or Jews who were essentially not Jews... truly, his sons had been given
everything they needed to live on, but they were ignorant; they knew nothing about
being Jews, thinking it enough to read newspapers and delight in some deed someone
had done; and his task was to disparage that with his viewpoint from the book of
Ecclesiastes, “there is nothing new under the sun.” As proof, he gave them the Temple in
Jerusalem and King Solomon’s throne, which was made with such wisdom that no one
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but Solomon could sit in it; and he told them the legends of the Targum Sheni and the
Book of Esther, how Shishak, the king of Egypt, wanted to sit on the throne, and the
“blessing”—a crippling blow in the side—he received from its golden lion...

“You are complete ignoramuses! What do you know about anything?” he’d always
end his speech.

Because of the father’s contempt, shown at every opportunity, the sons began to
resent him, and if they’d known a bit more about worldly things, they would have
challenged their father’s piety; but they’d only caught a whiff of the spirit of the times
and thought themselves virtuous because they worked for themselves and didn’t let
anyone exploit them.

Those disputes were all in the past; today, they didn’t even speak: an ongoing,
never-ending, suppressed anger between father and sons, and through the sons’
influence, even the mother and the sister grew angry. But Reb Dovid wasn’t bothered by
any of that, just look at his conduct: how every morning he’d comb his beard, put his
tallis and tefillin under his arm, and stroll to the synagogue. Watching him, you might
think he’d decided that not only the Sabbath, on which God rested from his work,
should be holy to the Jews, but neither should the six weekdays be considered ordinary
to a pious Jew, because it’s only right that every day of the week should be a holy thing
for those whom God has helped...

The children, no matter how used to him they were, still watched him
expectantly, following him from his rising to his departure; and feeling each morning
they could have said something new about his behavior. Just as each of their mornings
was allotted for workaday labor, each of his mornings was allotted for holiday
carefreeness and piety befitting a holy day. A few hours later, he’d come home for lunch,
praying devoutly, with many songs of praise to God, as though the food had fallen
directly from Heaven; and after eating and praying, he’d leave again and return in the
evening for the second “feast”; and after eating, he’d walk around for another hour and a
half, alone and self-sufficient, as if he’d been created only to demonstrate that you can
have a wife and children and still live alone—a peaceful life, without worries, without the
bother of making a living... in short, a man named Reb Dovid... he belongs to himself,
and this “Reb Dovid” belongs entirely to himself; he has nothing to do with his wife and
children, and neither does his name, and not for nothing do the children call him among
themselves:

“Reb Dovid!”

He had a small job which perfectly suited his pious ways. “The gang,” that is, his

wife and children, were embarrassed by his profession, and so he never gave them a
penny.

His job? He said kaddish for the dead and studied Mishnah in memory of those
who had died. He was completely at home in the cemetery, too. He even knew the
resting places of people who’d died before he was born. And once in awhile, when a
“child” of the long-dead and long-forgotten visited from a far-off city, he was the only
one who could show the grave of the long-departed man or woman to whichever “child”
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had come to visit; he’d say the prayer for the dead, “Eyl mole rakhmim,” and get some
payment for that.

Quite often he’d come home a little drunk, with feverish, shining eyes, humming
a sad, prayerful tune under his breath. You could see him some way off walking along,
his hair and beard raised heavenward, his trousers dangling like two tubes high over his
shoes, quite differently from all usual days; and when his daughter caught sight of him
through the window, she’d announce to her mother:

“There goes your husband!”

Although the mother absolutely refused to show the children she had anything at
all to do with him, that he was a stranger to her just as he was to them, Rivke suspected
her indifference was feigned. She was sure her mother even visited him at night, and if
Rivke hadn’t been embarrassed, she would have reported her to her brothers.

As for Rivke’s suspicion, the older woman had in fact banished her husband from
the bedroom many years ago. The daughter, however, suspected her mother hadn’t done
so willingly, but rather on account of the children. Rivke was almost convinced her
mother’s anger with her father was just for show, to keep the children happy. You could
even see it in the way her mother regularly made up the bed in the laundry... and if that
alone said nothing, she remembered this incident: one night she’d awakened and
discovered her mother wasn’t in bed...

So her mother’s estrangement from her father was only for show, and therefore
her mother was giving up nothing... and as for her brothers, who hadn’t yet married,
thanks to Rivke, she needn’t take that seriously, either, because men can do without that
too; she didn’t understand why men had to get married at all. So it wasn’t so bad for her
brothers. It was worse for her than for everyone else; she had always been a constant,
silent witness to their free, masculine life. And whenever she went to open the door,
she’d gaze in wonder at the long, stretched-out figure of her father, lying on the white
and softly-bedded tables in the laundry. She vaguely connected her brothers’ coming
home late at night with her father lying there... as though he, with his hidden
masculinity, might reveal himself through his sons and their returning late at night. And
it seemed so strange that from night to night all three children would walk past their
father, and not one of them knew whether he was sleeping or not... and all three felt
such a heavy unhappiness emanating from their father, who lay like a stranger on the
bedded tables...

Could all which has been described so far be the reason for Rivke’s remaining an
old maid? Maybe up to a point, but not completely. Rivke was a spinster because... she
herself didn’t know why... it often happens that a girl isn’t chosen and no one, not even
the girl herself, knows why. Sometimes she’s a quite tolerable girl who shows herself to
advantage, and yet...

That was Rivke’s situation. It’s interesting what Rivke herself had to say about it:
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She said she cared nothing for young men, that she had no use at all for them. Is that
true?

It’s certainly true, what she said: that she behaved too contemptuously, and “too”
never serves well...

That is, thanks to that “too,” she was...

No, we still can’t know. Girls older than she had married... but she said she’d
never get married, which meant she was also saying she was an old maid.

“Big deal. I could still find a bargain, if I wanted to.”

So she maintained to her two brothers and her mother.

And the latter was in complete agreement with her:

“To me that is the greatest sorrow!”

And the older woman was even more annoyed that her daughter added a few
years to her age—or rather, that her daughter counted a few years which her mother
would have preferred to subtract. They bickered between themselves: the older did not
allow the younger to count, and the younger did not allow the older to subtract,
reasoning with her mother:

“All right, Mamma, I understand if you want to deny a few of my years for the
sake of others, I understand; but for my own?”

And once she got so excited she said:

“I tell you, Mamma, if a bridegroom came to look me over, I'd say to him: “Young
man, you should know that I am so-and-so years old; if you're interested, that’s fine, and
if you aren’t... ”

The mother was alarmed; she believed that her daughter might actually say such
words, and wringing her hands, she cried aloud:

“Woe is me! What’s going on with her, dear God?”

And now Rivke threw herself into the role: seeing the effect she was having, she
was inspired to make an even deeper impression, and so she said:

“If, let’s say... well, even if one of Rothschild’s sons came to me and asked how old
I am, first I’d tell him my age; and then I’d open the door for him, and I'd say: “Mr.
Rothschild, you may go now!”... If I'd wanted a businessman for a husband, I could have
had him a long time ago ... and I'm not for sale!”

Having finished this refrain, she placed her hand on her hip and stubbornly set
her head as though ready to rule the whole world (this was due to the fact that no one
had ever ruled over her), and her poor mother squeezed her eyes shut and wrinkled up
her face ready to cry... but then the younger of the two sons, who was standing by the
two white and softly bedded tables, pressing white shirt-fronts with the hot irons to
make them hard and shiny, chimed in:

“Don’t be afraid. Just let Rothschild come, she’ll behave better... she’ll take a few
years off on her own, if that’s a stumbling block.”

5



In geveb: A Journal of Yiddish Studies (December 2015)

The two brothers would gladly have married already, although they were younger
than their sister, but they delayed so as not to put her in an uncomfortable
position—and for that reason (not to mention the fact that she was a burden to them)
they were constantly huffy with her. And they thanked God whenever they got the
opportunity to attack her:

“You think you’re so smart, ha?”—the older spoke up right after the younger:
“You might think so, but I don’t. And I'm probably right, not you!”

He spoke just like a father, which wouldn’t have annoyed her so much if she
hadn’t already had a father. But you have to listen to such words when you live on your
brother’s account. On the other hand, she reasoned, she did earn her living with them;
she took in the laundry which had been brought for washing, recorded it in the book,
and marked the numbers on every piece: that was work, and sometimes in the rush
before Sabbath or a holiday, she would help iron. There was no doubt that she earned
her own food. All their wrath must come from the fact that they thought they would still
have to raise a dowry for her. For that reason she sympathized with them, there they
were perfectly right... if even her father didn’t worry about her, of course her brothers
shouldn’t have to...

It happened on a certain summer evening, when the brothers had already laid
aside their work and both were standing, nicely dressed, ready to leave, as they always
did after work; and Rivke sat on the glass-enclosed porch with her evening inclination to
hopeless longing, once again watching the sun going down, taking with it another day of
her pointless, spinsterish life.

On the porch it was very hot, as it can be only in a place where three half-walls
are made of glass on which the sun shines from dawn to sunset. Rivke had no better
place in which to pass her free, lonely hours, so she would sit there in her glass-enclosed
loneliness and look out at the world going by; and this time as she sat there, her father,
“Reb Dovid,” appeared. Set apart from everyone else by his Jewish appearance and
Jewish bearing, he wore a somewhat guilty expression because he hadn’t been home all
day; and he slipped a pear from the pocket of his long gaberdine coat, and silently,
without a word, with mute but goodnatured gruffness, stole it into Rivke’s hand and
went into the house.

Rivke examined this gift for rather a long time, and did not know what to do with
it; and at fleeting moments she felt she’d jumped back in time twenty years, when her
father often used to treat her, his only daughter, to such presents. She sat as if stunned
and didn’t know what to do with the pear. It didn’t occur to her to eat it; that would be
for later, at that moment the thought didn’t even cross her mind. Her bafflement was
because the gift had been given to her in such an intimate way, and so it occurred to her
that she must immediately show it to her brothers; but for that very reason she was
ashamed to do so.
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She examined the pear from all sides. It was a beautiful pear, dark brown and
perfectly ripe, but she was unable to eat it. Perhaps she held back because the pear had
become warm in her father’s pocket? She felt its warmth, but if that was the reason she
hesitated to eat the pear, she herself didn’t know and didn’t think about it.

While she sat, thinking about showing her brothers her father’s gift, the two of
them appeared, and she instinctively thrust her hand with the pear under her blouse
and looked after them a little way as they walked side by side, these two manly brothers,
who, for the whole world of women could be men, but for her alone, were not. And she
thought about the fact that she’d never know where her brothers spent their free evening
hours, yet they knew that she was sitting there, serving her time in forgotten
spinsterhood, and she was overcome by resentment, resentment mixed with
humiliation... and despite herself, the provocative thought crossed her mind of making
an end to all this old-maidish “sitting,” in her brothers’ home no less. Yes, there had to
be an end to this!

Night fell and Rivke was still sitting with the pear. Her father moved around in
the dark house, and in the same darkness her mother lugged the bedcoverings from the
bedroom, and she listened to her plumping up the mattress for her father, and she,
Rivke, was still sitting there with the pear, not knowing what to do with it. She knew one
thing only: she would certainly not eat that pear. Why wouldn’t she eat it? Why had she
not eaten it up to now? But really, what should be done with it? Certainly, something
had to be done with it. Because this was a pear to eat, and she could not eat it... no, and
neither could she just throw it away... unless...

And suddenly it occurred to her: she would dig a little hole and bury the pear.
Behind the house was a small garden, where a few crooked little trees were growing.
Rivke went out with a pointed knife in her hand and dug a hole. She buried the pear
there in the hole, covered it over, and pressed it down with her foot.

Coming into the house after the burial, she found a lantern burning. Her father’s
mattress was already prepared, and her father himself was standing in his shirtsleeves
smoking a cigarette. Over his head curled a thick mass of smoke, and on the wall behind
him lay a tall shadow, and over the shadow’s head smoke also clustered, as over the
head of the original.

As she passed him from behind, he turned an attentive face and cast a searching
glance at her. She hastily drew aside and seated herself outdoors before the door with a
vague, heavy feeling, as though she had just now arrived from the funeral of someone
close to her... and what had she done, after all? Only buried a pear. And nevertheless for
a long time afterwards, a heavy impression of the deed remained with her, and she felt
as though she had buried a living thing in that little grave, and she wanted to cry...

It was already dark, the sky was sprinkled with stars, its heights here and there hazed
over with thin, transparent little clouds. It was warm and breezy. From the trees lining
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the length of the street, a soft, restful restlessness of twigs and leaves could be heard.
The shops were all closed, and the shades lowered over the windows and doors gazed
out like cataracts; only across from her, with nighttime melancholy, the two large
windowpanes of the pharmacy shone, the cosmetics displayed in the window palely
glowing.

She sat and observed the couples strolling back and forth, some clasping the
other so tightly that it seemed one person was walking, one person with four legs and
two heads... was it likely that she had never walked like that with anyone? Yes,
certainly... But who that person was and what he looked like, she couldn’t remember...
and no wonder she didn’t remember him... because at the time she’d thought nothing of
it... who would have refused to walk with her then? It was only surprising that that
person, with whom she’d been more intimate than with all the other young men she’d
known, would happen to trickle out of her memory... and another question occurred to
her: why, as with all the other young men, had it come to nothing? Well, there was a
reason for that, too: he had wanted too much from her, and that was proven by the fact
that he was more intimate with her than all the others... if he had allowed himself—and
she had allowed him—to walk so closely embraced with her, that in itself showed that
he’d wanted somewhat more from her, and so, as she hadn’t been one of “those women,”
she had pushed him away (so she imagined), and for the same reason had banished him
from her memory, and he’d disappeared from her horizon...

Yes, and whose fault had that been? Both were guilty, both he and she... he
because he presumed too much, and she because she’d given him nothing... but one
dubious question remained: where had he gone, the one she’d let herself get closer to
than all the other young men she’d known ...

Suddenly a name leaped out of her mind: Berl; and although she still couldn’t see
the figure associated with that name, she was sure that the one she’d been thinking
about this entire time had been named Berl... if it was not he, then who else could it be?
From where had that name suddenly leaped into her brain? And if it wasn’t he, then who
then could it be? Why did she remember such a name? And why did she remember that
she’d known such a name and then forgotten it, and remembered that she’d forgotten
the name, and at the same time she recalled that she remembered this same forgotten
name... how had he engraved himself into her memory if he, the owner of the name, had
been nothing to her... and if he had been something to her, another question arose: how
could she have forgotten to the extent that she no longer had the slightest inkling what
this Berl had looked like?

Very, very strange:

“Berl.”

A name without a likeness... and the more the name repeated itself in her brain,
the more and more unhappiness it summoned up in her... it was something like recalling
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a dead person, the unhappiness evoked in her by the familiar name of the unknown
person... perhaps he had died... died from yearning after her, or even taken his own
life... but was he named Berl, the one with whom she’d been more intimate than with all
the other young men? ... maybe... but surely his name was not Berl... and she wasn’t at
all certain any more that she’d even had such a friend... yes, but what kind of person was
this Berl, whose name she remembered, but not his appearance... such a name couldn’t
come to mind for no good reason... actually that fact alone, that every time the name
echoed in her mind, such a heavy, painful sadness enfolded her, that fact alone was a
sign that she’d indeed had such a friend, and if she’d forgotten him, then naturally she’d
forget his name, and if she’d forgotten his name, then why was she so sure that he was
not named Berl?

And while she sifted through her impressions, sitting outside before the door of
the little porch, she could hear from indoors the quiet rippling funeral prayer, “Eyl mole
rakhmim” which her father was contentedly singing, and that led her to the notion that
Berl was no longer among the living; and her desire to clutch at the image of someone
who had once lived, and lived no longer, grew even more passionately strong... she lost
herself in the sad motif and allowed herself to believe that there was some reason for her
father’s breaking into the “El Moleh” song just at that moment... she knew that her
father had had a little too much somewhere, there was nothing new in that. However, he
never sang “El Moleh” just before bedtime... yes... it was really almost certain... she
needed only to remember the figure...

She stared fixedly ahead, but she saw nothing; she was entirely lost in herself and
her fantasies, which revolved around some sort of reality that was no less fantastic than
the fantasies themselves...and it seemed to her that somewhere, in the still, dark night, a
pulse beat, and around it fluttered and swirled a far-off, idyllic life as weightless as air
and quiet as silence itself. And somewhere, everywhere, homeless and adrift, someone
without a shape roamed about, formless, the ghost of someone, a dead person, who’d
died because of her, and after death he drifted around on the windy wings of longing,
and he yearned for her, his beloved...

“Berl!”

And then, from the blankness of her memory, there began to emerge the face of a
... ayoung, a very young face, with closed eyes... yes, it was almost real...she was just
about to touch it... but completely dead. He would not come to life...

Her thoughts raced, bounded and danced one over the other. They leaped long
into the past, and suddenly a river stretched before her, and a bridge... the water was
black as ink. Deep within, with a strange, secret, still sadness, the trees were reflected,
extending their branches over the water from the shores, and there was such sadness,
such sadness, as though another world were peering up from below. And in those
nethermost depths Berl’s familiar face materialized...
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She was almost there ... she drew closer to him, to that time... surely he hadn’t
died naturally, he must have drowned himself...

But there was one small detail (and it was not really so small) which she couldn’t
entirely reconcile with her belief that Berl had drowned himself because of her: that
Berl, whom she had seen in the water, seemed very, very young ... yes, that one had
certainly drowned, but his face was too young, with no trace of beard or whiskers...

Rivke felt herself drawn to the bridge. She knew that there she’d learn who the
drowned person was and when it had happened... did she once have a sweetheart, or
not? Was he alive, or had he died? Surely someone named Berl had drowned at some
time or another... and she desperately wished him to be her beloved... yes, let him be
dead, drowned; it was better than her never having had anyone.

And back there, in the house, everything was dark, silent and ordinary ... and
from inside quietly drifted the mournful melody “El Moleh Rakhmim.” She remembered
the recently interred pear, and she could not believe that she herself had just buried it,
and could not imagine why. It seemed to her that what she had done with her own
hands was a fantasy... and for whose sake was that quiet, wordless “El Moleh
Rakhmim”: for the recently buried pear, or for the long-drowned Berl?

Abruptly a memory emerged: a boy, eight or nine years old, drowned in the river twenty
years ago, swimming alone late in the evening, and she remembered the boy’s name:
little Berl...

And then the thought occurred to her: Berl had been her intended husband... she
would have no other...

And she was drawn to the bridge, towards her intended, and there, by the river,
she understood that she couldn’t leave, that she had nothing and no one to go back for.
And instantly, passionately, she threw herself into the water, and with the first gulp of
water she took in, she remembered the buried pear, and how it would grow into a large
tree. And wilfully she sank to the bottom...

And all the while, in his and his children’s house, Reb Dovid moved about,
humming, wordlessly weaving the prayerful tune, “El Moleh Rakhmim.”
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